Introduction
The risk of being labelled "at risk" is that youth will begin to see themselves the way the world sees them. (Peel 2013) At the outset, our 'take' on precarity is that it is a complex and multi-layered notion cascading through wider social and economic conditions, through to what happens to young people in school, and how this positions them in a fragmenting labour market. This paper investigates the contexts of young people separated from secondary schooling into a second chance program. It is argued that such programs are part of the establishment of fragmented and precarious labour market experiences (Furlong and Cartmel, 2007, 139) because these young people were considered as 'lacking selfmotivation' (Inui 2009, 179-180) . Although these students gained various social and educational benefits from the program, we argue that moving them from mainstream is a politically slippery process because it does not challenge broader intersecting dynamics, 'such as school conditions and societal factors' (Kim and Taylor 2008, 207-208) , that may have led to their expulsion in the first place. Gillies and Robinson (2012) argue that separating students is part of 'a broader shift towards therapeutic models that locate problems within individuals and their families' (171) thereby stigmatising them as different, dis-engaged and at risk of failure and does not 'break the cycle of educational inequality' (Kim and Taylor 2008, 216) . du Bois-Reymond (2009, 36) explains that 'in comparison with former generations, the future has become generally less predictable' for the kind of young people we interviewed. The political economy of insecurity, according to Beck (2000) , has had a domino effect because:
Paid employment is becoming precarious; the foundations of the social-welfare state are collapsing; normal life-stories are breaking up into fragments; old age poverty is programmed in advance, and the growing demands on welfare protection cannot be met from the empty coffers of local authorities. (3) Our major aim, then, is to emphasise how the predicament of these young people has become even more precarious through various policy and regulatory processes. It is what Furlong and Kelly (2005, 223) argue should be understood as a 'structural phenomenon'. For example, in conducting research of students excluded or suspended from school in places of rural impoverishment in Australia, Mills, Renshaw and Zipin (2013) discovered young people who were considered 'a threat' to schools in lowering 'averages' and 'good outcomes' on 'standardised tests' (13) and 'seen as superfluous or threatening' because the schools main focus was on its image (4). Rustique-Forrester (2005) found similar tensions in England, where the result of accountability measures had placed increasing pressure on students who were not performing (31). As Woodman and Wyn (2011, 24) confirm, it is the 'emerging technologies' relying on models of preventive science that are determining that these students are 'at risk'. These simplistic measurements dominate because of neoliberal policy responses. When a neoliberal policy regime produces its own knowledge base (Connell 2013, 109) , it cascades and filters a market agenda into schools with an emphasis on improvement, efficiency, measurement, image and codes of conduct. For many young people, especially like those we interviewed, this form of schooling is unwelcoming, inflexible and indifferent (Tuck 2011, 822) and paves a way for being socially positioned and categorised as a failure (Reed 1992, 33) . It also denies them 'greater room for post-16 manoeuvre' plus their insecurity becomes not only more serious but persists for a longer time period (MacDonald 2009, 170) .
Corporate schooling can ultimately result in significant numbers of young people being shuffled between schools, programs, across cities, regions and even states within countries like Australia, before they eventually find a welcoming place to learn, like those we interviewed at Stepping Back In i , a re-engagement program that we will describe in a moment. At the time of writing this article, 70,000 young people were attending 900 different alternative programs in Australia (te Riele 2014, 12) and more than 2000 were on the waiting list of one single state in the country (Wilson, Stemp and McGinty 2011, 36) . These figures follow trends in the USA as reported by Rumberger (2011, 209) citing 6000 alternative schools and in the UK, Thomson and Pennacchia (2014) note 'alternative education is gathering momentum' (6).
Our intention is not to disrespect significant pedagogical work established at
Stepping Back In nor other re-engagement programs, but rather to emphasise the importance of building positive relationships in keeping young people engaged in their schooling. The stories, shared by young people who attended Stepping Back In, 'hold a mirror' of reflection on how mainstream education systems fail them (Mills et al. 2013, 14) and provide important messages of what instead did work for them; building trust, making commitments, developing responsibility, earning respect and experiencing routines and environs that built their confidence. Our contention is that these are valuable pedagogical features that should prevail in all schools, not just re-engagement programs.
When schools are 'forced to compete ' (McGregor 2009, 346) , arbitrary distinctions emerge between the academically inclined students and those deemed to be at risk, persuasive enough 'to shape prevention policy across international borders' (Woodman and Wyn 2011, 21) . Alternative public schooling, consequently, is prone to become the 'quick fix' (Kim and Taylor 2008, 216) intervention for students believed to be failing, and yet, in the case of Stepping Back In, becomes a non-sustainable option.
This is because the programme is prone to funding cuts, re-structures, staff quotas and changes in government policy, all causing insecurity -even in a place that was proving successful in building relationships. Losing collective and integrated partnerships within communities and a place of learning and belonging can lead to further marginalisation not only for these young people, but also their families and significant adults and services working for them (te Riele 2006; Kim and Taylor 2008, 217) .
By 'listening to the opinions of young people' (Rose and Shelvin 2004, 160) interviewed whilst attending Stepping Back In, we share their 'lived experiences ' (van Manen, McClelland and Plihal 2007, 87) to argue that they are not the bad kids of the school 'on the wrong side of the tracks' (te Riele 2008, 5), but caught up in a 'vicious circle of even greater marketization and even more controlling technologies and outcomes' (Fielding and Moss 2011, 38) 'that take little account of the life circumstances' (McGregor and Mills 2012, 846) .
Stepping Back In
To introduce Stepping Back In, we share excerpts from three of the students who joined the program in 2010 as to why they had left high school. Rita and Genevieve, both 15 years old, told us it was because they were considered 'bad kids'. Rita is a victim of domestic violence and substance abuse and is also dealing with anger issues. In sharing the often 'cast aside as unimportant' (Mazzei 2008, 59 ) stories of Tamara,
Genevieve and Rita, we offer instead an 'insight into the procedures and actions which have either supported or inhibited their learning' (Camilleri-Cassar 2014, 10) . In contrast to policy that leads to practices that push these students out of school, what their stories disclose is the significance of relationships, trust, recognition and respect in their education (Bottrell and Goodwin, 2011; Tuck 2011) . Before delving too much further into the collection of students' experience, we pause to elaborate on the background of Stepping Back In.
Stepping Back In was developed in 2006 in Merino Plains (a pseudonym), a regional centre of the Merriwa (also a pseudonym) grain growing region, and a significant distance from the capital city of Victoria in Australia. Merino Plains is an important transport hub and service centre for a prosperous agricultural district. In common with many regional economies, the manufacturing sector of the district has declined markedly over the past two decades, resulting in high levels of unemployment and welfare dependency (Smyth and McInerney 2012, 29 At the time of the interviews conducted in 2010, there were 58 students enrolled in Stepping Back In. We interviewed 24 of these students (8 males and 16 her that the site had been gazetted for future demolition. In the next section we elaborate on why the responsibility of funding programs like Stepping Back In are 'devolved', and why we think the students were 'squeezed' out of school in the first place.
The broader neoliberal trajectory: Failing school and labelled 'at risk'.
Neoliberal ideology, we argue, has become the dominating paradigm in education over the past two decades, distorting and steering both social and educational practices and creating a business as usual ideology. This culture is inflexible because it is based on efficiency, accountability and standards, focusing on measurable outcomes and resulting in young people being treated as 'human capital' (Mills et al. 2013, 16 ) and subject to an 'individualistic gaze' (Gillies 2011, 195) . This discourse obscures the wider social context and disproportionately excludes students of colour, low-income or those with special needs because of relatively minor incidents (Rustique-Forester 2005, 9).
The stories revealed by students and mentors from Stepping Back In point to very 'different positions, perspectives and choices' (Fielding and Moss 2011, 28) and expose a form of class-inequality. This is because the vast majority of students 'lack not only the cultural and social capital of their middle class peers but are further disadvantaged by the discontinuous and disruptive nature of their schooling' (Smyth and McInerney 2012, 76) , and are consequently squeezed out because of policy designed to identify, stereotype and segregate them (Valencia 2010, 112) . Once these young people are excluded from school, they also experience diminished citizenship rights and employment prospects within their own communities (Munford and Sanders 2011, 206: McLachlan, Gilfillan and Gordon 2013, 2) and their lives become 'articulated and experienced as an individual project' leaving them to 'locate the answers to their difficulties and problems within themselves' (Pless 2014, 238) .
In the next section we explain how we engaged in voiced research to counter this situation by tracing students' narratives as 'political storylines' (Pless 2014, 238) .
Engaging in 'voiced' research.
In the vein of Fine's (1991) Framing Dropouts, we use 'critical ethnographic slices' (8) as a way of pursuing 'critical storytelling' by invoking Barone (1992) 'to explore the connections between the pain of isolation, its attendant injustices, and the school as a socio-political institution ' (143) . This is most dramatically exemplified in Barone's (1993) Our argument of students being forced out of high school is 'a political story' (Fine 1991, 8) . As Page (1994) put it in reviewing Fine's book, the story is one that reveals the 'rigged [nature of the] game' (479) in which 'a seemingly benign public institution' (Fine 1991, xi) makes the process of 'dropping out look like the students' choice' (479).
In 'interrupt[ing] the prevailing discourse' (Fine 1991, xiii) that constructs 'dropping out' as if it were 'the failure of individuals' (Page 1994, 479) , we are actively positioning ourselves in the pose of 'the artful writer-persuader' (Barone 1995) category, in which we are extremely mindful of 'the necessity of relinquishing control … [and] allowing readers the freedom to interpret and evaluate from their unique vantage point' (67).
The source of the ethnographic slices reported upon here is a larger multi-sited ethnography (Marcus, 1998) across six sites that we have described elsewhere (Smyth and McInerney, 2012) When interviewing participants, we used Burgess's (1988) 2013 for a detailed discussion) we revisited their portraits for this paper according to the sequence of the interview questions, thereby seeking to achieve three things. Firstly, to reveal the history/background of these young people and opening a discussion of the reasons that led them to being removed from mainstream schooling in the first place. Creating spaces for participants: How did you get to be here at Stepping Back
In?
Ben begins his response to this question by explaining that leaving school for him was due to a complex combination of factors that included issues of class, power and history. He tells us that in primary school he had no friends:
…so I went out of my way being silly trying to make them
Ben had been expelled from Merino Plains College in his first year for being a 'disturbing influence' and he had little direction. He was on the verge of criminal activity and could well have ended in juvenile prison-a fate that had befallen his cousin:
A lot of my friends from Merino Plains went into drugs and some got into vandalism and stuff. People try and give you advice but being a teenager you tend not to listen and then the police get involved and they start coming down on you and it doesn't feel very good.
Ben experienced a home life with one parent, little or no income, inadequate housing and was surrounded by family and peers caught up in a cycle of violence, drug abuse and stealing. Tilleczek, et al. (2011, 28) Erin's dialogue confirms that her position is much more involved than simply being a counsellor in helping these young people. Nevertheless, her role is under-resourced, student numbers are growing and still the program is due to be closed down. Erin left her job at the college because she was exhausted and unsupported, and to complicate matters, felt that she was 'band aiding'. Her dialogue also demonstrates how many students enter programs like Stepping Back In because they are labelled as being 'at risk' (Margonis 1992, 344 From Albert's experience it seems likely that many teachers working in large public high schools like Merino Plains are unaware of the extent of mental, social and family dysfunction experienced by the young people and the impact these major traumatic experiences, explained by Albert, may have on their learning (Gillies 2011, 193 Jasmine and James reveal that school was an unwelcoming and bleak experience and that they could not find significant mentors who were prepared to listen or talk unconditionally to them. Jasmine also discloses how important it was for her to feel happy at school in order to be engaged in learning. Michelle, a police officer who visits Jasmine and James, elaborates further on the complexity of Jasmine and James situation and endorses Albert and Erin that student dis-engagement from schooling is not simply about motivation: Kate, the manager and main teacher in Stepping Back In, is responsible for curriculum planning, the preparation of individual learning plans, student counselling, parent engagement, staffing matters and the day-to-day running of the centre. Kate is therefore placed in a rather invidious position. As a member of the leadership team she is expected to support the ethos and directions of the Merino Plains College and yet is also well aware that some of the college practices and policies are part of the reason that students Kate was treading a cautious path in maintaining a separate program for the students whilst trying to also advocate a more equitable share of resources to support the everincreasing numbers of students being sent into the program.
In this place you are always helping kids so you don't feel down. I know I sound 'cold' but you can't allow yourself to think too much about the upsetting things.
Michelle (the police officer), in cooperation with Kate, initiated a regional crime prevention program: 
Pedagogical voices of the present: What is it like here?
In this section, we continue to provide a space in which young people who have been marginalized can 'prudently and cogently speak back' (Smyth, Down, McInerney and Hattam 2014, 98) The pedagogical voices (Arnot and Reay 2007) of these four students has engaged 'with the power relations' to 'create new voices' (312) that highlight the importance of choice, explicit expectations and freedom to pursue one's own interests in developing responsibility in learning. At Stepping Back In, these students had experienced mentors and teachers who listened to them, and they learnt via role modelling how to deal with conflicts. There was more communication and a safer supportive environment in which to solve problems. As a consequence, many of these young people experienced improved health, fitness, wellbeing and self-confidence. As Lucashenko (2010) explains, 'these connections needn't cost a fortune' because:
…troubled kids need schools they can connect with and then jobs to go tomeaningful activity-just like adults do. And if their dysfunctional families fail them and institutions can't take up the slack, kids need to be provided with a range of different connections to the wider society, avenues they can take into citizenship and belonging. Failing this, they are likely to drift into a downward spiral of grog, drugs, fights, crime. (282) It has probably become obvious that we are implicitly advocating for democratic pedagogical changes to schooling of the kind argued for by Guajardo et al. (2008) .
These authors stress the importance of a transformative education based on positive cultural, social and institutional change to create trusting relationships, dignity, respect and nurturing. We argue, therefore, that it is important to recognise diversity among all young people and acknowledge and encourage a sense of competence and will to succeed. We also argue that learning can and should be relevant and engaging because it connects students to their schooling and provides them with a sense of 'belonging' (Kirshner and Pozzoboni 2011, 1655) . We advocate for classrooms that are smaller, accommodating and supportive, so students feel safe to take intellectual risks and express opinions (Valencia 2010, 154) and are less likely to be excluded by teachers because their needs are being met (Rustique-Forrester 2005, 31) . Finally, as will be revealed in the next section, co-operative problem solving is more likely to occur when problems are shared and common concerns discussed and practised through principles and values of justice, fairness and community. A collective approach that integrates the social, economic and cultural resources of communities like Merino Plains is more likely to improve the lot of the most disenfranchised and marginalized.
Stepping into the future.
Most of the young people we interviewed from Stepping Back In had a 'deeply ingrained sense of failure associated with their years of schooling' (Smyth and McInerney 2012, 31 ), yet when provided with a respectful environment for learning as outlined in the last section, they developed a sense of agency and a new-found belief in the relevance of education for the future. Munford and Sanders (2011, 206) James and Jasmine are both interested in the food and catering industry and are learning together how to become more independent:
The other day we were talking about moving out of home, and then they helped us put realistic numbers into how much it would cost us to move out. (James)
Jasmine's health has also improved:
I exercise and walk around everywhere and there is more social interaction.
Ben too has developed a sense of improved health and wellbeing and has a mature and philosophical insight into the future: Common aspirations and themes emerge in the stories of these young people who focus on a more positive present as they look into their future. They also reflect on past poor judgments and share a determination to break the cycle of unhealthy life choices and lifestyle patterns, possibly even breaking 'the churn within the precarious sector of the labour market' (Furlong and Cartmel 2007, 35) . Many experienced a sense of competency in work (both paid and voluntary) and made plans and goals within a safe learning environment that accommodated their differences. With improved confidence and wellbeing, these young people were in a position to develop and sustain a sense of responsibility as members of their own communities (Ferguson, Tilleczek, Boydell and Rummens 2005, 74) and disrupt the spell of 'cumulative disadvantage and further socioeconomic marginalization' (MacDonald 2009, 173) .
Conclusion
So are these young people really provided with 'success, opportunities and choices for the future' when attending school? In this paper we have argued that an increasing number of young people are being pushed out of secondary schooling because of policy and practice that frames them as failures (Smyth et al. 2014, 61) and then places them at the 'brunt of precarious employment' that exacerbates their 'class-based' disadvantage (MacDonald 2009, 173) .
Schools as agents of neoliberal capitalism construct young people, especially those from low socio-economic status or working class backgrounds, as non-motivated to learn. Political policy interventions, such as 'at risk policy', do not critically examine the social, political and economic conditions and consequent 'practices and procedures' (Gillies 2011, 195) dominating in schools. Therefore, these policies are 'unlikely to have a beneficial impact' on those they were designed for (Woodman and Wyn 2011, 23) .
Throughout this paper we have re-inserted the interpretations and experiences of 9 of the 24 young people interviewed when attending a re-engagement program in Australia as an activist form of 'speaking back' to 'at risk' policy. We have also included the voices of five significant others who worked alongside them, to assist in explaining the social and political reasons for students being separated in the first place. 
